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Plants
Grenadilla
The Grenadilla, commonly known as the passion fruit,6 was said to
be “Full of tart liquid that soothes the stomach.” The Spaniards
called it the“Grenadilla” because of its similarity to the
pomegranate. Natives and Spaniards also declared that no matter
how much one drank, it would never fill them up.1

Coconut
Nieremberg reported that coconuts were consumed in Mexico for
both food and drink. He reported, “The liquid is sweet and the
flesh is like butter but sweeter.” Coconut oil was said to help
invalids.1

Teomatl
A plant called Teomatl (known today as American aloe and a member of the
6
Agave family) was rumored to be an indicator of life and death. When
people were seriously ill, they would hold the plant and the plant’s response
determined whether they were going to live or die. If the plant became more
lively, it was believed that they would recover whereas if the plant shriveled
up, it meant that the person was not going to recover.1

The Mimosa
The Mimosa, known today as the Shameplant,6 shrinks away when touched
but springs back when the stimuli is removed. According to the book,7 it dries
up at night and revives during the day as the sun shines. It tastes like
liquorish and Nieremberg rumored that when one has a cough, chewing the
leaves decongests the chest and makes the voice clearer.1

Introduction
This investigates the validity of Johann Eusebius
Nieremberg’s Historia Naturae, Maxime Peregrinae
(Natural History of the Americas). The work was
published in 1635 by Balthasaris Moreti.3 The cover
is vellum over boards, and there are two large clasps
to hold the book closed.
The author, Johann Eusebius Nieremberg, was a
Spanish Jesuit who lived from 1595 to 1658. He
taught humanities, natural history, and scripture at
the Colegio Imperial in Madrid.4
Historia Naturae, Maxime Peregrinae, written in
Latin, is a significant work because it was one of the
first attempts to systematically categorize the flora
and fauna of North America.1 Nieremberg mainly
used research conducted in New Spain in the 1570s
by Spanish physician naturalist Francisco
Hernández. Historia Naturae, Maxime Peregrinae
condensed six folio text volumes that consisted of
more than three thousand plants, animals, and
minerals. Many of the depictions of plants and
animals were painted by Mexican artists, then turned
into woodcuts by Flemish artist Christoffel Jegher to
facilitate printing.4
While the work includes numerous detailed accounts
of animals found in the New World, its main purpose
was to categorize and describe the medicinal
properties of indigenous plants. The book recorded
several species for the very first time. Nieremberg
also includes information about the customs and
rights of the native people, the Incas and Aztecs.1
We claim that Nieremberg wrote this book not only to
organize information about the flora and fauna of the
New World, but he exaggerated the information for
monetary gain and personal fame.

Animals
Armored Animals
Various different species of armadillos were found in the Indies.
Nieremberg reported that “The shell was made up of movable
plates linked together.” The hard plates continued down the tail.
Although untrue, Nieremberg advised that when powdered, the
shell could be used as a cure for syphilis.1

Tzicalinan
Nieremberg nicknamed this snake the “mother of ants” due to
the characteristic behavior of the Leptophyllus genus of
snakes. These serpents burrow among the ants in a symbiotic
relationship. As true as this claim was, he falsely reported that
these snakes have the medicinal ability to shrink tumors.1

Mistress of Snakes
The Aztecs called these creatures “Teuhtlacocauhqui,” which
was their general term for what we would call a rattlesnake
today. These creatures were identified by their unique rattling
tails, their signature slithering motion, and fierce venomous
bites. It was falsely believed that they could live for a year
without eating.1

Conclusion
Our analysis of Historia Naturae, Maxime Peregrinae shows
that Nieremberg included false statements to generate public
excitement for the New World as well as his own personal
work. Even if Nieremberg did not intentionally publish false
information, he did not attempt to test the claims included in
the book. In other words, while he may not have purposely
spread false information, he also did not take steps to ensure
the information he included was valid.

